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Mississippi River Gulf Outlet (MRGO): 
Issues for Congress 



Summary 

The Mississippi River Gulf Outlet (MRGO, or Outlet) is an element in the 
navigation network of the Mississippi River that connects the Gulf of Mexico to 
navigation facilities in central New Orleans. The MRGO, which was constructed 
by the Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) in the 1960s, is a 76-mile man-made, deep- 
draft navigation channel built to expedite travel; it is 40 miles shorter than traveling 
the Mississippi River between the Gulf and New Orleans. Interest in whether, and 
how, to decommission the congressionally authorized MRGO increased in the 
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. 

The MRGO engendered controversy prior to its construction and continues to 
be the subject of debate. Most recently, some stakeholders are pressing Congress to 
close the Outlet; they argue that its current economic benefits are exceeded by its 
costs, especially when the costs include its role in both the loss of coastal wetlands 
and potential augmentation of hurricane damage in St. Bernard and Orleans Parishes. 
Since Hurricane Katrina, there has been little opposition to closing the MRGO. For 
the most part, MRGO navigation supporters take the position that, if Congress 
deauthorizes MRGO for deep-draft navigation, federal funding should be provided 
to mitigate the economic impact to the deep-draft businesses that used the Outlet. 

Although recent scientific studies indicate that only a portion of the Outlet 
contributed to Hurricane Katrina’s flooding of New Orleans, these studies also 
concluded that the Outlet could increase storm surge experienced in the city during 
less intense storms. Economic studies and current data show that while the MRGO 
continues to contribute to the region’s economy, its overall economic value in terms 
of freight has declined. Studies also document some of the MRGO’s continuing 
ecological costs to salinity intrusion and bank erosion. 

In mid-2006. Congress appropriated the Corps $3.3 million to develop a plan 
to deauthorize deep-draft navigation on the MRGO, and funded the construction of 
closures of the portion of the Outlet shown to contribute to New Orleans flooding. 
Any decision to fully or partially close the Outlet is likely to require additional 
decisions and costs related to wetlands restoration, local economic assistance, and 
other navigation infrastructure. 

This report introduces the primary issues related to congressional choices about 
the future of the MRGO; these issues include the Outlet’s role in the economic and 
transportation network of Louisiana and the lower Mississippi River basin, as well 
as its role in regional vulnerability to hurricane storm surge propagation and wetlands 
loss. This report will be updated as events warrant. 
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Mississippi River Gulf Outlet (MRGO): 
Issues for Congress 

MRGO Primer and Recent Congressional Action 

The Mississippi River Gulf Outlet (MRGO or Outlet, also known as Mr. Go) 
is a 76-mile deep-draft navigational channel between the Port of New Orleans and 
the Gulf of Mexico. Congress authorized the MRGO in 1956 (P.L. 84-455), and the 
Corps completed construction in 1965. The Outlet provides a shorter deep-draft 
alternative to access interior parts of the Port of New Orleans, compared to deep-draft 
access via the Mississippi River. 1 

Since its construction, groups have pressured the federal government to close 
the MRGO because of its purported negative effects on local wetlands. Interest in 
whether, and how, to decommission the MRGO increased in the aftermath of 
Hurricane Katrina. Since Hurricane Katrina, there has been less opposition to those 
discussing deauthorizing deep-draft navigation on part of the MRGO; currently, 
much of the debate has shifted to deciding if the channel should be used for shallow- 
draft navigation or completely decommissioned for navigation. 

Some stakeholders, most notably environmental groups, support complete 
closure of the Outlet and restoration of the area; they believe that the Outlet 
contributes to wetlands loss and eases the transport of waters from the Gulf to New 
Orleans during hurricanes. Navigation interests argue that discussions of closing the 
MRGO need to consider how to provide deep-draft access to the Port of New Orleans 
and the economic impact of MRGO deauthorization. 

MRGO Location and Characteristics. The MRGO was commissioned as 
a 500-foot minimum width channel with a low tide depth of 36 feet. Construction of 
the channel involved the removal of 31 1 million cubic yards of soil and marshlands, 
an amount larger than that dredged in the construction of the Panama Canal. Since 
construction, the MRGO has eroded in places to an expanded width of 2,000 feet. 
Before Hurricane Katrina in 2005, the Corps maintained the authorized channel depth 
through dredging activities using annual federal appropriations to the Corps. 

The MRGO is 40 miles shorter than the route from New Orleans to the Gulf via 
the Mississippi River. The Outlet is composed of two segments as shown in Figure 
1. Reach 1 is a 6-mile east-west channel in New Orleans; Reach 2 is a 70-mile 
northwest to southeast channel from Reach 1 to the Gulf of Mexico. MRGO Reach 
1 also serves as a route for shallow-draft navigation vessels on the Gulf Intercoastal 
Waterway (GIWW). At its westernmost end, Reach 1 intersects with the Inner 



1 While some deep-draft port facilities are located on the Inner Harbor Navigation Canal and 
the MRGO itself, other facilities are located on the lower Mississippi River. 
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Harbor Navigation Canal (IHNC, also known as the Industrial Canal), where part of 
the Port of New Orleans is located. While some portions of the Port of New Orleans 
are accessed via the MRGO, others are located directly on the Mississippi River. 
Therefore, the Mississippi River and the MRGO and the GIWW are connected by the 
IHNC and its lock, which is located at the southern end of the IHNC intersection 
where it intersects with the Mississippi River (see Figure l ). 2 



Figure 1. Southeast Louisiana, MRGO and the GIWW 




Current Status. As of November 2005, the Corps suspended all dredging 
pending congressional action on the channel. In the wake of the 2005 hurricane 
season, much of the MRGO is currently between 23 and 28 feet deep, rendering it 
impassable for deep-draft navigation vessels. 

The Outlet is expected to remain impassible to deep-draft vessels until Congress 
decides its future. Congress included two provisions related to MRGO in the 
Emergency Supplemental Appropriations Act for Defense, the Global War on Terror, 
and Hurricane Recovery of FY2006 (P.L. 109-234). First, the law provides $350 
million for construction of gates that would close Reach 1 during storms. The two 
gates are a shallow-draft gate at the IHNC and Fake Pontchartrain, and a deep-draft 
gate at the eastern end of MRGO Reach 1 where the GIWW and Reach 2 split off. 3 
Except when storms threaten the area, the gates would remain open for navigation 
vessels to pass. When completed, these gates will not completely separate Fake 
Pontchartrain and Fake Borgne; the gates will remain hydraulically connected to 
Fake Borgne through natural inlets located east of New Orleans along the GIWW. 



2 The lock lifts or lowers vessels to adjust for the difference in the water surface elevations 
of the IHNC and the Mississippi River. 

3 Army Corps of Engineers, “Improvements to New Orleans Hurricane Protection System,” 
at [http://www.hq.usace.army.mil/cepa/releases/hpimprovements-layout.pdf]. 
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Second, the law provides $3.3 million for the Corps to develop by the end of 
2006 “a comprehensive plan ... to deauthorize deep draft navigation on the 
Mississippi River Gulf Outlet, Louisiana, extending from the Gulf of Mexico to the 
Gulf Intracoastal Waterway.” Although the legislative language may be interpreted 
as restricting the study to Reach 2, the Corps has decided that the study will include 
both Reach 1 and Reach 2, partly in response to interest in considering the 
interconnection between the MRGO and Lake Pontchartrain. 4 Prior to this study, the 
Corps had undertaken in 1 999 but not completed by Hurricane Katrina a reevaluation 
study of the MRGO; it is unclear if the 2006 study replaces the study initiated in 
1999. 

Balancing Navigation, Wetlands Loss, 
and Hurricane Protection 

Part of the congressional challenge of deciding MRGO’s future is balancing 
tradeoffs between the use of coastal Louisiana’s resources for navigation, hurricane 
storm surge buffering, and other environmental and economic uses (e.g., bird and 
other species habitat, commercial fish and oyster habitat). 

Navigation. By providing a direct deep-draft route to the Port from the Gulf, 
the channel was expected to attract shipping companies with large cargo loads, thus 
increasing traffic at the Port of New Orleans and increasing economic activity in the 
greater New Orleans area. Many of the calls for MRGO’s closure point to its more 
than 25-year declining trend in tonnage (see Figure 2) as an indicator of its declining 
economic benefits. The figure shows that overall tonnage transported on the MRGO 
peaked at 9.4 million short freight tons (sft) 5 in 1978, and dropped to lower levels 
throughout the 1980s. Tonnage continued to drop in later years, with freight traffic 
decreasing from 7.2 million sft in 1993 to 1.2 million sft in 2004. Figure 2 also 
shows expenditures to maintain the channel, which have averaged $16. 1 million from 
1995 to 2005 and $12.3 million over the same time period when hurricane years are 
excluded. 

In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, several businesses remain on the MRGO; 
however, without dredging, none of these companies can utilize the channel for deep- 
draft transport. As of 2006, the MRGO remained the primary port for at least nine 
companies that depend on deep-draft navigation on the Outlet. 6 A previous study 
indicated that deep-draft shipping companies on the MRGO contribute close to 1 ,000 
jobs to the area. 7 



4 Personal Communication with George Alcala, Project Manager, Galveston District, U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers, (Washington, DC, August 3, 2006). 

5 One short freight ton equals 2,000 lbs. 

6 Personal Communication with Chris Johnsen, Washington DC Representative for the Port 
of New Orleans (Washington, DC, August 2, 2006). 

7 T. Ryan, The Economic Impact of Various Depths for the Mississippi River Gulf Outlet. 
University of New Orleans (New Orleans, LA: November 2003). Critics note that Dr. Ryan’ s 
study used statistics from 1999-2001 and did not take into account decreasing traffic or the 

(continued...) 




